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The old eunuch would not hear of this. "I happen to be free
to-day/' he said, "and I wish you to stay. I have not made any
special preparations for you. This is very ordinary food and I
fear you must be starved."

"Starved!" Hsi-men cried, "starved, with all this delightful
food. I only wish to go back and rest because, to-morrow
morning) I have to go with your nephew to pay a round of
visits, have our names registered, and get the necessary
documents."

"If you are going to be occupied with my nephew,'* the
eunuch said, "why not send for your luggage and spend a
few days here? There is a small apartment in my garden which
you would find very quiet. You could discuss everything you
have to discuss with my nephew, and you would find it most
convenient."

"I should very much like to come," Hsi-men Ch'ing said,
"but I must not offend his Lordship Hsia. If I come here, he
may regard it as a sign that I am no longer anxious to be on
good terms with him."

"Oh, you mustn't bother about that," the eunuch said.
"Men who have been together in the same office are separated
one morning, and, the same evening, do not even bow to one
another. Officers come and go. You have served with him; he
is now promoted and you succeed him. That's all there is to
it. If he thinks otherwise,, he is not a reasonable man. No,
we must have the pleasure of your company for the night. I
shall not allow you to go."

He said to his attendants: "Give something to eat to his
Lordship's servants, and send somebody for his luggage. Get
the apartment ready in the courtyard of the western garden,
make up beds there, and get a fire going."

One word from his Excellency was sufficient. A hundred
eyes were on the watch. Servants hurried to do his bidding.

"Your Excellency/' Hsi-men Ch'ing said, "this is very kind
of you, but I am sure Hsia will be displeased."

"He has nothing more to do with your office," the eunuch
said. "It doesn't matter what he thinks. He is now officer of
the Imperial Escort, and has no more to do with affairs of the
law. I don't believe he will mind in the least."

The eunuch said no more, but sent Tai An and the other